HILL FARMING SYSTEMS PROJECT
The Hill Farming Systems project is being funded by the Cumbria Fells and Dales LEADER+ programme and is taking place between January 2006 and November 2007. The project aims to research, document and publicise the environmental, social and economic value of hill farming systems in Cumbria in order to:
• Make a case for continuing public support for hill farming;
• Provide evidence for consumers as to why they might pay more for hill farming products;
• Help the hill farming community advocate its role in relation to the delivery of public goods.
A project covering a similar agenda is being carried out simultaneously in our partner LEADER+ area of Lozère in the southern Massif Central region of France. This area has a number of similarities with Cumbria. Unlike many upland regions of France it is actively farmed and includes a National Park, the Cévennes -which is of high environmental value. However, Lozère has already experienced problems of abandonment and has actively pursued policies designed to encourage hill farmers into the area.
PROJECT METHODOLOGY
An important element of the project is 'action research' with hill farmers in Cumbria. The project officer, Veronica Waller, has developed a questionnaire designed to identify the economic, social and environmental contribution and value of individual hill farms in the area. Interviews will be undertaken this summer with 40 farmers by members of the Cumbria Farmers Network (Ltd), themselves members of the farming community. The results from the questionnaire process will also inform a series of meetings in the autumn of 2006 with groups of farmers to talk through their anticipated reactions to the CAP reforms. The farmers will also be involved in exchange visits to the Lozère region of France and seminars/events aimed at debating issues such as the value of hefted hill sheep to the upland environment.
As well as 'action research' with individual hill farmers, the project officer will also be undertaking a review of information and literature relevant to the economic, social and environmental contribution of hill farming in Cumbria as a whole. This will include information on uptake of environmental agreements, statistics from agricultural and population censuses and research carried out by organisations such as the Cumbria Tourist Board.
PROJECT STAKEHOLDERS
A steering group for the project was established in January 2006 and includes stakeholders from the hill farming community and a wide range of agencies with an interest in hill farming, including the relevant National Park Authorities, Natural England, Defra and the National Trust.
LONGER-TERM OBJECTIVES OF THE PROJECT
Together with our French partners, the objective is to produce a charter for hill/low mountain farming which indicates its social, economic and environmental value on similar lines to organic standards.
The steering group is also keen that the project influences decision-making on future support for hill farmers and assists with targeting of the new Rural Development funds which are likely to be administered by a local partnership in Cumbria. The steering group includes individuals who are involved with national discussions on hill farm policy including the National Farmers Union Less Favoured Area's spokesperson and a local Defra adviser with a national responsibility for upland farming.
